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NEW LIGHTS ON MILITARY HISTORY 
OF ODISHA 
WITH RELEVANCE TO WORSHIP OF JAGANNATHA 


Divinity had special significance, within the religious 
tradition of Odisha, in wars no matter whether it was between 
small nucleous areas or between two kingdoms, as the tutelery 
deities of the participating kings had been treated to be the 
real force who have mysteriously and miraculously acted in 
favour of their king-devotees. Therefore, after the war the 
victorious king brings some images to his own kingdom to 
worship and thereby gain the powers being blessed. 
Purusottama Deva brought some images from Kanchi which 
he conquered. The king of Magadha took away the Kalingajina 
from Odisha. Kharavela brought back the same from Magadha. 
Another such giaring example is the goddess Barala Devi, now 
enshrined in Balaskumpa near Phulbani. As per the tradition 
current this deity was originally the tutelery deity of Khemundi 
king. In a war with the king of Boudha, Khemundi king was 
defeated though he was then regarded .as an unconquerable 
power. It was believed that blessings of Barala Devi was the 
real source of his power. Hence the king of Boudha tried to 
shift the goddess to his kingdom and take benefit of her 
blessings. But the goddess, as adament she was, decided to 
stay in the midway and remained unmoved in Bataskumpa. 
Keeping aside the historicity of the tradition and of all other 
traditions of this type which are innumerable, one thing is 
certain that divine blessings played decisive roles in warstories.. 
In the same line Jagannatha has very often been the epicentre 
of military operations of Odishan kings. Apart from the divine 
participation aspect in the military history of Odisha there are 
some traditions and customs current in our days which indicate 
conclusively that military history of Odisha was associated with 
worship of Jagannatha in Puri. 


For a long period of almost nine hundred years from 
seventh century A.D. up to beginning of 16th century A.D. 
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Odisha remained a great power and independent. The last 
decade of 12th century was the turning point in the history of 
Bharata Varsa as a great political, social and cultural change 
took place when Md. Ghori defeated Prithwiraj of Chauhana 
family in the second battle of Tirori (1192 A.D.) Muslim army 
proceeded and reached Bihar and Benga! by 1206 A.D. Ghiyas- 
Ud-Din became the ruler of Bengal and led his army to capture 
Jajanagara in 1210 A.D. But his campaign failed miserably 
due to strong resistance of the military force of the land. For 
at least three hundred years Odia rulers could successfully 
prevent the penetration of Muslims into Odishan kingdom and 
foiled the intermittent incursions. After the first attack of 1210 
A.D. being foiled Muslims did not venture to stage a second 
one up to 1245 A.D. when they had to face another setback. 
Such military success are to be, therefore, viewed in right 
perspective. 


Significant is that during this period the religious tradition 
centering the Puri god under went both iconographical and 
iconological changes. In the 12th century A.D. Purusottama 
was the presiding deity of Puri. But in 13th century Purusottama 
has been replaced with Jagannatha Triad made of wood. 
Jagannatha Triad originate from an autochthonous cult in which 
the anthropomorphic forms of images were worshipped. 
Odishan kings have been seen to have patronised this 
autochthonous cult for both vertical and horizontal legitimation. 
Jagannatha has been declared the real king of the land and 
the king of Odisha was his mere deputy. Peculiarly it is marked 
that during this period though the Hinduization of the tribal cult 
was augmented by introduction of elongated rituals the 
Purusottama concept remained alive and Jagannatha was 
equated with Purusottama up to middle of 15th century. SO 
also original priests were not disengaged. These counter 
measures taken by Odishan kings can, therefore, be 
conclusively regarded to be the part of military strategy in the 
camufledge of religious activities. And this is the point from 
where Jagannatha as the state deity became the pivot of 
military activities of Odishan kings. 
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Recording events to construct the history was never 
given attention in Odisha. Hence it is not possible on our part 
to study the corroberative evidence. But there are certain 
traditions and activities alive in our days which indicate the 
historical truths. Therefore attempts have been made in this 
paper to construct the history relating to the military activities 
of the kings of Odisha in the yester years in which Jagannatha 

. as the state deity remained in the central position. 


Transformation in the cult of Puri and military supremacy 
of Odisha have striking coincidence. The motive that led to 
patronise the autochthonous cult in place of Purusottama cult 
was most probably related to military operation. As an impelling 
necessity the kings of Odisha in the formative period of imperial 
power specially to confront and combat Muslim incursion, had 
to recruite tribal strongmen into the royal army. Being 
dependant upon the muscle power of these tribals belonging 
to various communities, the kings had to extend patronage to 
their cults too. This measure was taken to face the Muslim 
army who were usually advancing behind a shield of livestock 
flocks. The foremoving cows in unthinkable numbers were 
acting as a safeguard as Hindu soldiers were not at all in a 
position to hurt the cows due to their religious belief. The 
newly recruited tribal soldiers had no such taboo. Therefore 
they were found most effective in foiling the strategy of 
Muslims who were exploiting the religious faiths of Hindu army. 
Thus for all probabilities inclusion of tribals into the royal army 
became highly effective. 


Inclusion of tribals into army led the king to patronise 
their cult in which germ of origin and development of Jagannatha 
cutt lies. Jagannatha images are not only made of wood but 
also are of unique anthropomorphosized shape. The other 
tradition which is unique in the Puri temple is that the 
consecreted food offering can be jointly partaken by all 
irrespective of caste. The Odishan society was positively highly 
conservative then. Under the aforesaid conditions introduction 
of this secular custom seems to have been possible only under 
certain circumstances which were having high social utility. Hence 
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formation of a strong army with men from various stratas of 
society being regarded as a timely necessity became the guiding 
force in introduction of the said tradition. In order to overcome 
the problem a trick that was applied is less theological and 
seems to be a religious cover. Cooked food offerings of 
Lingaraja temple which is anterior to Puri temple is not treated 
fit to be eaten by all castes of Hindus, specially Brahmanas. 
These food offerings which brought out of the temple 
compound are said to be loosing their sanctity. Viraja Temple 
at Jajpur, which is said to be anterior to Lingaraj temple, has 
no provision to distribute cooked food offerings. On the other 
hand in Jagannatha temple at Puri the consecreted food after 
being offered to Jagannatha is first offered to Vimala, the 
Pitheswari and this reoffering before distribution among the 
intended partakers transforms the ordinary Prasada to be 
Mahaprasada and this exalted status of the offerings can be 
eaten by atl and sundry even jointly. This practice not only 
has popular acceptance and approval but also is unique. Hence 
it is rightly inferred that such unique practice can have the 
military aspects to be the guiding force in innovating and 
implementing the same. 


The type of food prepared in the temple kitchen also 
indicates that it was designed to feed the soldiers of a 
cantonment. From one inscription found from Nursimha temple 
it is known that during the rule of Chodaganga one Kuncha of 
rice was sufficient for a day and hence provision was made 
likewise in the corresponding charter recording the donation. 
But from inscriptions found from Pataleswar temple incised 
during the rule of Ananga Bhima-III donations of vast landed 
properties were made. This implies increase in quantity of 
food offering. But sudden increase in quantity indicates increase 
in number of consumers and reason can be assigned to some 
measures taken by the royal court possibly for military purpose. 


Vegetables used in the temple kitchen are not easily 
perishable rather can be stored for long period, which 
categorically indicates to have been selected to meet exigencies 
like wars. Besides the common food offerings there is provision 
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for special items may be meant for dignitaries. The design of 
the Kurma Bedha aiso speaks it to be of military utility. 


Another tradition found alive in Sasanavadas and 
Karavadas situated in the vicinity of Jagannatha temple throws 
light on warfare of those days. In our time a tradition is marked 
in which special types of fire works are being displayed in the 
month of May-June every year on the occassion of Sitala 
Sasthi and Champaka Dwadasi observed for the marriage 
ceremony of Siva-Parvati and Krushna-Rukmini respectively. 
These indegeniously prepared fireworks are not at all enjoyble 
rather highly fatal. Deaths by these fireworks are recurrent 
affairs though these are seldom been reported with the police. 


Preparation of these fire works is extremely 
cumbersome and long working hours are to be involved. The 
entire village remains engaged in production of these fireworks 
and for optimum production a nice plan is followed. All these 
Sasanavadas generally accommodate 100, 200, 300 or 400 
families. Kapileswarpur had 400 families. Bira Ramachandrapur 
has 300 families. Every village is divided into a few ‘groups 
called Panjhas and each Panjha is given a name. Nomenclature 
of these groups is very peculiar as Pecha (owl), Chemini, 
Polanga Balita, Tuchcha Mathia (empty vessel) and Join (the 
son-in-law) etc. Reason behind such naming which is tinged 
with sarcasm is not understood. These groups produce the 
fire works on competitive basis even today though there is no 
provision of giving prize. The villagers exhibit a sense of 
involvement and keenness of such a degree which cannot be. 
ordinarily imagined. They produce fireworks viz Havili, Tumbha 
and Chakra. 


Out of three types of fireworks produced by the 
residents of Sasanavadas Havili is important, which is many 
times bigger than the ones that we use on some occassions. 
Havili is prepared by pressing gunpowder into one and half 
feet long bamboo pipes of four to five inches diameter. Prior 
to filling the tube with gunpowder an earthen seal of required 
thickness is made inside the tube by pressing gummed clay 
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tightly. When the seal is ready gunpowder is pressed into it in 
three phases or layers. Each layer is called a knot (Ganthi). 
Pressing is done by striking a wooden piston specially built to fit 
the tube by a wooden hammer weighing three to four kilograms. 
The piston is termed “Ganja” and the hammer is called 
“Koramunda’”. While one man is engaged in hammering another 
will be handling the piston in such a way that after each strike 
the position of the piston is slightly changed. This is done to 
prevent the tube from cracking and gunpowder being flamed. 
After the required amount of gunpowder is rightly pressed in 
the tube, which is calculated by measuring the thickness of 
each layer, a second earthen seal is pressed into exactly in 
the same process of the first one. There after the tube is 
sawed to sever the extra length of the tube that is left beyond 
the second seal. Now a hole is prepared by drilling which runs 
from.one end to the other in a smooth straight line. Then the 
tube is tied to a bamboo, some fifteen to seventeen feet 
long, to act as a balancing rod. Now the rocket is almost 
ready. But some additional features are attached to the rocket 
to produce bursting sounds and dazzling light called Bajra and 
Naga. 


The process of ignition of these rockets is equally 
peculiar. First of all a semitubular post highing six to seven feet 
is planted firmly to the ground. This post is call “Jamini”. A 
special type of launcher, a straight pole highing twenty to 
twentyfive feet, preferably prepared from the trunk of a 
Deodaru tree, with multiple iron rings fitted on it facing all 
directions is brought and tied to the “Jamini” with the help of 
ropes. This system ‘is intended to use the launcher as many 
times as required. The launcher is called “Parvata” liturgically 
‘meaning “mountain like”. The rocket is now mounted to the 
“Parvata” by lowering to an inclined position and inserting the 
balancing rod through the rings. Then the “Parvata” is raised 
straight and tied to the “Jamini” firmly to stand as a straight 
pote. One man now remains ready below the “Parvata” and 
another with a bamboo fitted with a burning Menhtab at its tip 
ignites the rocket from its lower part. When ignited the rocket 
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A 20 feet Long bambo is being tied io 
the Havili to act as balancing rod. 


The Havili is being carried to the site to be fired. 
The Long balancing bamboo is seen resting on the 
shoulder of one person and the Havili is being given 


support by another person. 
Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 
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The Havili being fitted to the launcher 
is now being ignited. Top of another launcher is seen near 
the first one to be used. 


Smoke and fire being emanated down ward after ignition 
to attain required momentum to go up. 


The Havili 
now reaching almost its maximum distance. 


starts emitting shower of fire towards the ground. The man 
below the “Parvata” tries to pull the balancing rod downward 
and when satisfied that the rocket has gained appropriate 
momentum loosens his clasp allowing it to go up with 
tremendous speed and terrifying sounds, leaving back a thick 
stream of fire and smoke. In minutes time it reaches its ultimate 
altitude when the additional features attached to it start 
producing bursting sound and dazzling light. Generally every 
rocket is designed to go almost two kilometers up. Dangerous 
is the time when the rocket makes the return journey due to 
gravitational force. By this time earthen seals and the main 
tube are all detached from the balancing rod. It is fatal if any 
of these items hits someone. 


Apart from Havilis being prepared from bamboo tubes, 
other available variants are Katha Havili made from wood- 
tubes and Mathia Havili prepared by using earthen pitchers. 
But the man and money power required to prepare such 
fireworks added by the villagers now remaining engaged in 
distant places to earn their lively hoods had brought spectacular 
decline in quantity, variety and quality of these fire works. 


The next variety of fireworks prepared in these 
Sasanavadas and Karavadas is called Tumbha. The village 
carpenter digs a tubular hole of about one foot deep and five 
to six inches in diameter, on a big wood log collected from 
Baniyan or Tamarind tree having sizeable dirth. In the centre 
of the hole a smal! narrow hole is made that makes a way up 
to the otherside of the log. This narrow hole acts as the 
mouth to ignite and also the outlet for the emission of fire 
sprinkles. Then an earthen seal is provided being pressed 
inside the big hole after which necessary amount of gunpowder 
added with iron fillings of two to three.millimeter size, specially 
prepared by the village smith, is pressed in. Four to six persons 
are required to hammer the wooden piston kept fitted to the 
hole by wooden hammers in rotation and the magnitude of 
strike automatically helps displacement of the piston after each 
stroke. When ready the hole is sealed tightly by gummed 
clay. Now the log is turned upside down, a befitting passage is 
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made through the narrow hole. Some more gunpowder is 
added loosly for ignition. The log is carried to the intended site 
on a cart and planted to the ground firmly by digging a pit. 
When ignited fire sprinkles out with ferocious light, heat and 
sound, which goes up to a height of forty to fifty feet and 
quite a sizeable area is covered by the red hot iron fillings 
raining around to be burnt into ashes. The possibility of fatal 
accident cannot be ruled out since the log can burst and the 
splitted woods can hit causing death of anybody on the spot. 


Chakra, the third variety, though no fatal is equally 
terrifying. Vira Ramachandrapur and Danda Mukundapur are 
two villages which have superb expertise in preparing Katha 
Chakras, Chakras can be prepared from wooden tubes or 
bamboo pipes. Long tubes fully loaded with inflammatory 
materials when ignited revolve round the iron falcron in a 
tremendous speed sprinkling fire around which compels an 
ordinary onlooker to run away being frightened. 


It cannot be taken for as a simple display of fire works 
on a marriage occasion, considering the terrifying effects upon 
the onlookers as well as the greater possibilities of fatality, at 
the expense of enjoyment. These fireworks are produced in 
a massive scale in which all the villagers are engaged in a 
number of a small groups with competitive spirit. The ecstacy 
and enthusiasm, austerity and sincerity expenditure and 
involvement along with courage and technical know-how-all 
definitely indicate something more significant innate in it than 
mere devotion to the deities and humble participation in a 
divine marriage ceremony. It may, therefore, be rightly inferred 
that in the past to retaliate Muslim invaders, advancing behind 
a livestock shield consisting lakhs of cattles, this was a war 
technique indigenously developed by Brahmanas. Hindus do 
not kill cattles and hence advancement of invaders following 
the cattle flock was not possible to be checked. But by using 
these fire works not only was possible to hit the soldiers behind 
but also to make way to ably confront the invaders by 
dispersing the forerunners speedily and sparing them unhurt. 
This inference needs further studies. It is known that 
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Brahmanas were leading the Odishan army as the most trusted 
commanders from the time of Anangabhima-IIl. Gopinatha 
temple, built by Narasimha Deva-I is a testimony of the superb 
warfare of his Brahmana general, Even Kanchi is said to be 
won by Brahmana soldiers. Ofcourse in the said war non- 
Brahmana soldiers were asked to wear the yajnyopabita and 
pose like Brahmanas and these soldiers after the war did not 
Jeave the sacred thread and continued to be converted 
Brahmanas, adhered to a gotra or lineage called Balarama or 
Balabhadra even though they bore the surnames like Parida, 
Swain, Nayaka, Sahoo, Senapati and Jena etc. 


In the social structure that came up centering the 
worship of Jagannatha in Puri, ominous is the currency of two 
contradicting trends of 


(a) Unamenable orthodox casteism and 


(b) Secular attitude of casteless coexistence that 
flourished due to intercaste dependency. That is why Harijanas 
and Tribals are found to be the immediate neighbours of 
conservative Brahmanas in Sasanavadas of Puri. Untouchability 
though existed was not virtually a social taboo as seen from 
the inter caste relationship. The Harijanas and Tribals participate 
in preparing the gunpowder and hammering the Tumbhas. 
Partaking the consecreted food jointly by people belonging to 
various castes is not the only unique contribution of Jagannatha 
worship its adoption and approval is no-doubt the testimony of 
secular attitude of the people which grew when the great 
temple with Jagannatha as the presiding deity had to fulfill the 
requisite conditions of a military cantonment during time of 
war and an appreciable and laudable religious centre when 
peace prevailed. 


The concept of a tradition aiming at overcoming the 
caste distinction in the great temple was a military necessity. 


WHEN DID THIS CONCEPT ORIGINATE : 


Chodaganga extended patronage of Purusottama 
worship which was prevalent then in Puri and built the collossal 
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temple as insignia of his imperial power. But remarkable is that 
not a single progeny of this dynasty was named after the 
names of the venerated gods such as Purusottama. 
Jagannatha, Balabhadra and subhadra. Ofcourse Narasimha 
and Purusottama convey almost the same meaning, that is 
the best of all men or best like lion among al! men. Kapilendra 
Deva named one of his sons as Purusottama. Narasimha 
Deva-I named one of his sons as Bhanu meaning sun after 
he built the sun temple in Konarka. Earlier to Narasimha one 
of Ganga kings had built a sun temple in Arsavelli in Srikakulam 
district. Bhanudeva invoked the Puri deity as Jagannatha for 
the first time. This means Purusottama remained the 
predominant God of Puri but due to royal patronage sometime 
before Bhanudeva ascended the throne Jagannatha worship 
gained predominance to such a degree that it replaced the 
Purusottama worship in the great temple. Under this historica! 
setting Jagannatha Triad had to be installed within the great 
temple built by Chodaganga for ‘Purusottama. This was no’ 
doubt a bold decision and must was highly bitter and frustrating 
in its early days for a section of people who were ardent 
followers and devout devotees of Purusottama. Therefore 
significant is to ascertain the reason for which this decision 
was taken. 


Anangabhima-III is credited to have (i) shifted the 
capital of his empire from the north bank of the river Mahanadi 
called Chowdwara to the south bank of the river, (ii) built a 
new capital named Abhinava Baranasi Kataka and (iii) built a 
temple there for Purusottama where in most probably enshrined 
a four armed Vishnu image as is known from his Nagari Plates. 
All these he did as part of his programme to reorganise the 
administrative set up and military system of his vast empire 
which he inherited from his forefathers and just after the 
severe set back which the invading Muslim army faced in 
1210 A.D. Probabely inspite of victory the military organisation 
needed some more measures to be taken to remain prepared 
for future attacks. Only one epigraphic record incised during 
the rule of Anangabhima and found from Pataleswara temple 
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informs about three gods such as Hall, Chakri and Subhadra in 
a line which does not convey any definite meaning. Hence it 
can be decisively said that Triad of wooden god called 
Jagannatha, Balabhadra and Subhadra were not installed within 
the sanctum of the Puri temple during his reign. 


Narasimha Deva-I fought against Muslims in 1245 A.D. 
and came out victorious. There after he built the temple at 
Konarka and a Gopinatha temple in the village of his general. 
His sister Chandrika who lost her husband Premardideva in the 
said war built a temple in Bhubaneswara and installed a four 
armed Vasudeva, two armed Ananta and small Subhadra made 
of stone. 


Narasimha Deva-I is the next king after Chodaganga 
Deva who credited to have under taken some remarkable 
developmental works in Puri. He is said to have reclaimed the 
road used for Ratha Yatra by filling the deep trench with sand 
road called Balagandi and also the main stream called Samkha 
(now called Badasankha) and the entire area is called Saradha 
Vali, named after one his queen Sraddha-Devi. So also one of 
his minister Narendra by name dug a big tank on the bank of 
the river for performing Chandana Yatra and the same tank is 
called Narendra Pokhari. 


Some inscriptions found from temples extant within 
the compound of the great temple inform us that most probably 
up to 1236 A.D. Ratha Yatra and Snana Yatra were not held. 
Therefore relying upon these informations it may be deduced 
that for all probabilities Narasimha-I introduced these festivals 
alongwith installation of the venerated wooden Triad in the 
great temple which conclusively belong to the autochthonous 
cult, originated in the tribal substrata of western part of Odisha 
and flourished for some years in Puri itself. 


Anangabhima-III had declared himself to be a deputy 
of Purusottama the de-facto emporer of Kalinga. He had even 
declared himself to be son of Purusottama, Durga and Siva. 
Narasimha-I had followed the some policy. In a few sculptural 
representations of Konarka temple a king is seen worshipping 
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a Siva linga, Mahisamardini Durga and another figure having 
some semblance with Jagannatha of our days. These sculptural 
representations categorically testify the royal patronage of 
Jagannatha worship belonging to an autochthonous cult which 
reached its summit of dominance. Patronage of the cult under 
discussion must have been extended by the predecessing 
kings for a long period but installation of the cult deity in a 
Vishnu temple implying the deity being interpreted as Vishnu- 
Purusottama, the presiding deity of the place, was possible 
only during the time of Narasimha Deva-I. His sister Chandrika 
enshrined Ananta Vasudeva Triad cannot be said to be the 
exact replica of deities of Puri temple whom we see today or 
of deities installed before Narasimha Deva-I undertook reforms 
in the said temple only basing upon the fact that the Triad 
was invoked as Purusottama. Analysing the circumstances it 
can be rightly presumed that Narasimha Deva-I undertook 
various reforms in the Puri temple including installation of 
Jagannatha in his wooden form. Then Jagannatha was alone 
and had some connection with Buddha who was then already 
accepted in an honourable way as the ninth incarnation of 
Vishnu. Visnhu was worshipped as Purusottama in Odra. 
Narasimha Deva-I as an ambitious king built the magnificent 
Konarka temple for Surya but had to concentrate his religious 
activities in Puri. Therefore, Konarka temple became less 
popular and incourse of time it became abandoned and hence 
very soon collapsed. On the other hand Puri temple with reforms 
which originated from military activities and atleast associated 
with Odia nationalism became extremely popular and started 
influencing the social and community life of Odisha to a greater 
extent. However, this inferrence needs further studies. 
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ଡଃ ପ୍ରଫୁଲୁ କୁମାର ରଥଙ୍କ ଦ୍ଵାରା ସମ୍ପାଦିତ 


ଶ୍ରୀଜଗନ୍ନାଥ ସ୍ତୋତ୍ର ରନ୍ନାକର - ମୂଲ୍ଯ ୪୦ ଟଙ୍କା 
® ଶ୍ରୀ ଦେବୀ ସ୍ତୋତ୍ର ରନ୍ଵାକର - ମୂଲ୍ଯ ୪୦ ଟଙ୍କା 
* ଶ୍ରୀ ଶିବ ସ୍ତୋତ୍ର ରନ୍ାକର - ମୁଲ୍ୟଯ ୫୦ ଟଙ୍କା 
* ଶ୍ରୀ ବିଷ୍ଣୁ ସ୍ତୋତ୍ର ରନ୍ଵାକର - ମୂଲ୍ଯ ୩୦ ଟଙ୍କା 
୬ ଶ୍ରୀ ରଘୁନାଥ ମହାପାତ୍ର ବିରଚିତ 
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